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	WHERE GOD AND CEDAR TREES WITHER


	A meditative horror mystery that confronts the silence of God, existential grief and the erosion of meaning.


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 




 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	



                   For Red,


                   and for the innocents who were taken


                   during the ongoing Lebanese-Israeli-Palestinian conflict.


                   This book is dedicated to their memory.


 


 


	 


	                                                                                                             


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 




 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	Is it possible that existence is our exile


	and nothingness our home?


	                                                ― EMIL CIORAN


	                                                   Tears and Saints
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	I renounce the ties that bind me to humanity.


	I surrender the self that once clung to meaning and hope.


	I carry this deathless void because there is nothing else to hold.


	This chronicle of decay is dedicated to the dark inevitability of death. May it come swiftly, for I am weary.
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PROLOGUE


	The Womb of Ginnungagap


	 


	 


	 


	There are deathless gods in my heart that hemorrhage at the sound of her voice. My heart kept quivering like the wings of a Swiftlet in flight. Perhaps divinity was never external. But even the external ones suffer, don’t they? Baldr fell to a mistletoe’s treachery and Odin gave his eye to the waters of Mímir’s well. Alas, no deity aches like the ones we carry within. There was one sculpted so perfectly from my grief it became my dogma, my very own abyssal dirge. There was another, a horrible, tumorous thing, borne from my reminiscence. The last was the cruelest; it festered from the resonance of my loved one’s mirth. Ridiculous, isn’t it? All of it. I coasted on the precipice of this heartless gray. For what? What am I here for? What raison d’être clings to this fragile flesh, this human pus? This starless darkness kept looping around me like a boa crushing something already starved of hope. I outlived my rightful end. Death is deliverance after all, isn’t it, my pale Yggdrasil? My moonlit god? My dearest Eileen? The memory of your face was plummeting into this foul, metal-laden abyss. There really was no escape. At long last, I was going to meet my end. In that dreadful hour, it seemed that the Godhusk, in kind, would succumb in closing its Ouroboros.




This intimidating covenant lingered within my crater. Gris Týr serenaded words I could no longer loosen. Liminal Týr hissed in twin tongues, the suicidal cat’s purr and the void’s grin. The waking world boiled with its Cimmerian war. All of them merged into a restless haze; I could still feel their pull in my skull. 


	The gaping crater ahead kept yawning and yawning like the maw of Hel’s gates. Fear sipped into my veins. I did not know why it looked so abnormal. Maybe it was darkness, or something slipping through, past logic and reason, out of the reach of light. But even outside the devilish crater, there was no semblance of any incandescence. The cruelty of man swallowed it whole. The fawns, turtles and rabbits will surely have a place in God’s ensemble when the final nocturne begins. But after all we’ve done, do we? For what creature, save for us, sings while it burns the world through the restless will? 


	The crater within the crater looked jagged, blackened, like the fragmented ribs of the first Norse giant, Ymir. I couldn’t turn back. Not after everything I have been through. Even if it led to ruin, I had no choice but to keep walking forward. It felt like I was marching for centuries. Then, I saw someone ahead, walking a few steps faster. It looked like me, but it wasn’t really me, just a silhouette wearing my face. It never turned, somehow not acknowledging my being with anything more than motion, yet something in me knew that it was aware. As I edged closer to the crater, it spoke. “Samuel, is the self you name anything more than a sequence of choices made under hopelessness? Is the one you claim to be merely one among a million, each vying for your husk? When your hand reaches for the mask, does it actually feel like yours or is something steering it from the other side beyond sleep? Be careful. The crater in your heart is dreaming. You think you choose, but the choosing may already be done for you. The tide is boundless. Do not wear a mask. Do not look into mirrors. What waits behind them is incomprehensible. It does not blink and it will remember… everything you ever forgot.”


	The silhouette stood at the edge of this abnormal crater, then it faded into a soundless nothingness. My hands fought my eyes to banish these slithering insanities. The scorched soil below throbbed with life, crumbling deeper and deeper into the abyss. Steam permeated everything; it reeked of razor-sharp sulfur and something far more menacing, something that shouldn’t belong in a place like this. It passed through the filth like it was trying to guide me. The resinous nip of cedarwood mingled with the smell of olive oil body wash. Though it seemed pleasant, it clawed at my tarnished lungs. I could almost taste the hint of thyme at the back of my throat. The earth was a touch off balance, frivolously so, loosened somehow, as if a vertebra had slipped from its spine. I felt it all too keenly, for my own back had long since betrayed me. There was also no sound; nothing could reach the pits of the crater. Something stirred beneath the silence. I was very certain, maybe a passage to another forsaken place. Perhaps the earth had grown very weary of this hopeless existence. It had tried to dig an escape, just like me, so frenziedly, so desperately, year after year. Not even the screeching F-35 Fulcrums had ever reached this far inside of me. 


	The plunge into the dark finally came, and everything changed. Now, at last, I can die. As I descended below hell, the layers of darkness stripped the self from my soul, slothful as rust consuming tarnished metal. Consciousness abandoned me as I descended. Then, I woke up in the depths. An undying silence consumed me. Ginnungagap turned out to be real after all. The old Norse spoke of it as an abyss that existed before creation and the gods themselves, a place that did not know shape or time. I had never known a darkness so cold. But, at the same time, it felt so feverishly warm, it seemed like it had a mortal body. Staring into that hollowness required something primordial, something desperate within my husk. The void's gaze felt adamant and the fatal silence a gargantuan catacomb. There was no escaping its pull. I had to listen to its murmur. “What color was the burden you carried before you charred it trying to fly beyond good and evil? Beyond the threshold of the mortal coil?” it said, wet with cruelty.  


	“Who are—”


	“Even stars burn the very will they awaken.” The abyss muttered before I could even finish. “Remember, darkness will always be much kinder. Be wary of the white flame.”


	Everything within me rumbled, but my mouth betrayed me. I had to sit across from its pitch-black eyes and confront the questions it unkindly dared to ask. Yet in that overwhelming silence, an understanding came rushing through. It outlandishly oozed into me. I understand it all now. How had I been spared when so many had fallen? What does one do with so much grief? How do we love something that death can caress? How do we hold it, knowing it will wane and eventually fade? But we do. We do because it is all we have. Even as it wilts, it means everything to us. My moonlit Eileen, my pale Yggdrasil. She was poetry. Too much poetry. This world spat her out like she was nothing. She didn’t belong in the viciousness of being, of this nothingness. I ache at how her beautiful silences fit so well in this empty, mortal shell I call myself. I ache and ache every day, dearest Eileen. I ache at the terrible thought that permanence was ever conceivable in this insignificant, blue-and-green filth. 


	Is suffering truly the crux of life? Must despair return unceasingly until there’s nothing left? There was a damned thing called Samuel before the war. After it, I cannot say. Who would even bother to remember such an inoperable thing? No matter, perhaps it is better this way; for most of what we endure feels absurd—small things, everyday moments that mean nothing. I had this little epiphany after Eileen. However, these small things are also primarily and inexpressibly poignant. They serenely find their way inside; we all carry them. Even the simplest signs carry a strange impact. Envision the aroma of freshly baked bread at morn, a quiet little conversation in a coffee shop or perhaps the magnificence of a raindrop dangling from the edges of a rooftop. I dare not forget the indistinct sound of friends laughing before the skies turned black. And then, just like that, I remember her again. The way her light, gentle fingers used to stroke the back of my hand. Aren’t these small things proof that something stirs within us? That we feel, and ergo exist? How can that be? They mean nothing, but they are everything. How can something so ordinary reverberate with the sound of perpetuity? The happiest moment of my ridiculous life was something I held in the palm of my hand. All that's left now is pale purgatory. All my survival instincts have been disintegrated. Time’s edges kept curling and fading into endless nothing. Days blur into nights; nights blur into days. My own memory had forsaken me. 


	I remember it all from the beginning, when the bombs fell like autumn leaves on the southern border. How could I ever forget? They scattered through the villages like flung flesh laced with maggots, burrowing into our fertile earth and rupturing it with sadistic zeal. Dawn was rinsed in the pure blood of children, stretching across the horizon like a blemish that would not ever wither. The southern skies became sullen with their cries and the heartless sea turned grey with suffering. Waves crashed and died over and over. Memory surrendered until it became impossible to remember if they had ever been anything but drab. Amidst all this death, all this decay, one thing remained untouched by the desolation: Eileen and the covenant. I didn’t need the cerulean sea’s never-ending freedom. I carried her with me, I kept her alive in my mind, my lighthouse in this bloodless expanse. It was all I needed. That alone gave me a reason to survive. 


	⁂


	Nine months and twenty-two days since Eileen. The foreboding horror is sharp-edged. Days slipped through my limbs. My own destructive paralysis corrupted my ambition. The cursed novel should have been written by now. The world moved on around me while I stood still like a fool caught in the haze of my own jilted hesitation. But all that didn’t matter now. The bombs still shriek from the belly of the sky. Thunder still follows like the shadow of war; the ground shudders and splits in the tranquility of reminiscence. Dust settles like ash on rooftops, on the faces of the dead—good people I knew. I keep dragging myself through the same perturbing vestiges. These twisted frames and unholy screams, they won’t ever claw themselves out of my mind. There was a strange kind of beauty in this decay; the noiseless, stubborn beauty of something dying slowly as if the world itself were a fading god’s last reverie. God forgot to erase them or perhaps chose not to, just to see how long we could stomach the preposterous repetition. To watch it breathe its last; to see the thresholds fray and the colors gray, was like listening to a melancholic symphony underwater.


	The ruins of luminous Týr kept whispering rumors, the cracked streets hummed tenderly; and even in this death, there is a poise that refuses to be purged. There was something familiar in that soothing hymn, something that paralleled my inner and outer stagnation. A self-made cycle that was crafted to sustain a poisonous comfort. It was all supposed to be thought-provoking and stimulating. Life was meant to be bright and cordial. Sadly, solitude became my preference, surrounded by the inevitability of loneliness. Worthlessness crept in quietly day by day. Why did the dark and cold feel safer? Maybe because loud uncertainty had always been the backdrop of my childhood. But this melancholy didn’t plague me as it does today. Time engulfed the realities we botched to grasp when we were young. Love and acceptance, all human striving congregates on them; these eternal pursuits persisted beyond reach, and I was sadly among those poor, cursed souls. I needed to leave this decomposing shell. Mingling drained whatever fragments remained within. Nihilism moved in where warmth should have been. So, one by one, everyone was pushed away. Eventually, the mask I wore broke. My moonlit Eileen was the one who fractured it. Well, she ended up smashing me into pieces. I thought she was going to sell me for parts like everyone else, but instead, she shaped me back whole again. Something raw slipped through the crevasses of those grey days and perched affectionately within. Her pale rawness. Life somehow started to feel wonderful again back then. Then reality came rushing in and wrecked it all to pieces. 


	The war tore through everything and it took her. 


	It took my only love. Imagine a winter soul aching for the warm touch of rain in a boundless summer; that sickening, desperate longing. It was my fault. I warned her not to go deep into the south, but she wouldn’t listen to me. She lamentably wouldn’t see it either. She was stubborn; it came from too much affection. She couldn’t bear looking at the young Yusnanni in the deep south dying so violently. They didn’t deserve mere pity, she once told me. They deserved care and love, just like the rest of us. They were not just numbers; while we in the south and north lived on peacefully, like nothing was ever happening. Only a few months have passed, and I still can’t forgive myself. Time had no meaning anymore. I replay it in my head every day since she passed. My screeches should have been much louder. She felt so useless, and perhaps in that moment, I felt it immeasurably as well. But what weight could our godforsaken, scrawny strength fair against the gargantuan monolith that is Erujah? Fascism and death incarnate. A nation built on the apparatus of pain. I think they are really convinced that chaos and annihilation are the only proper forms of order in this world. How very human of them indeed, with all their trivial vices. It harkens me back to the old Norse gods, fated to devour and be devoured, not only by the prophecy of Ragnarök but also by their own gnawing paranoia. Erujah followed suit in the image of the Æsir, those gods who slaughtered the ancient one Ymir and then waged endless war against the giants. They carved a world from their carcasses, only to be doomed by the cycle of destruction they themselves set in motion. They called it heavenly, otherworldly. But nothing born from sadism escapes a wintery reckoning, not even the mightiest of gods. Even gods remain prisoners to the incessant struggle of will to will, bound to the same tragic cycle of desire and ruin that consumes everything. Our primordial little dance routine. 


	Anger and hatred keep dwelling in the scarred remnants of my heart. My husk housed a strange uncertainty. It mutated into an ill-shaped fragment of a soul-like thing. Was it always part of me, maybe pretending to be me or did I invite it in? Maybe it had been inside me all along. Whether it was or wasn’t, mattered little in the end. My thoughts returned to the holy covenant and to my Eileen floating beside it. My love for my Yggdrasil defied the need for any eulogies, laments, or requiems; it refused to be spoken into finality. It wasn’t supposed to end. Not like this. It should have been me. And yet, even now—despite the war, and the ever-growing tide of the innocent dead—I remain chained to a pact of some sort. I found myself caught between the desperate urge to flee and the burden of a covenant I had made with Eileen. Yes, she called it the holy covenant, the last trace I had of her. What an astonishingly fragile thing. It shackled me tighter than a noose around a cracked neck. I was its prisoner. It carried two promises. The first one barely flickers: to finish the novel I had abandoned long ago. The second promise, however, slithered from my mind completely. Eileen told me that if I forgot, the old Norse ruins of our city, Týr, would rejuvenate my memory, that the ruins, the wood and grass would remember for me. But I couldn’t go there, not with the war raging so fiercely in the south. Erujah slowly decimated and ground Yusnann to powder until it had no shape anymore. It was too dangerous. 


	 


	September 23rd, 2024. 


	I will never forget that day. 


	I woke from one death to the other. From the moment I opened my eyes, my fragile, lazy calm vanished completely.


	 




Day 5


	L’Appel du Vide


	 


	 


	 


	September 27th, 2024. Yusnann. Býrut. Misery. I woke up disoriented in the capital; my limbs remained tangled in a punitive blanket on the scratched edge of a velvet-suede couch. It slumped in the middle, the fabric worn down to near-transparency in most places. The ceiling fan spun overhead with a horrible whine. A headache pounded behind my eyes and the taste of vomit splashed at the back of my throat. I managed only two hours of sleep, but in the liminal, it felt like mere minutes. Real rest was eternities away. 


	I was at Adam’s apartment in charming Býrut. It was a small, two-bedroom flat in an aging building in the heart of the city. The living room smelled of age-old wood and something awfully sharp; it was vinegar disinfectant. I’d imagine Adam had cleaned up after his dog, Loki, too many times. Dust embraced every corner. The morning light blasted through the mushroom-colored curtains in resonant shafts and landed across the living room’s clutter: textbooks, tissues, an ancient wooden coffee table with a remote and an ashtray jam-packed to the brim with Lucky Strike cigarettes on it. The wall had a weird painting of a seaside village. On the opposite wall, it carried eccentricity, a Twin Peaks poster hung above, that eerie red curtain spilling into black-and-white chevron. Laura Palmer’s frozen smile stared out from the corner. Beside it, a second poster of Agent Dale Cooper caught him in mid-thought, tape recorder in hand, hazy eyes fixed on the road. On the shelf underneath rested two vinyls, side by side. Aladdin Sane by David Bowie had small scuffs along its rough edges, the lightning bolt across David’s face catching the light, still exquisite. Beside it, Souvlaki by Slowdive leaned lightly; the pallid cover had no scuffs or grazes whatsoever. I had gifted it to him many years ago. I remembered the lazy afternoons we spent listening to it, Dagger murmuring its melancholy into our ears, folding the room into a sluggish, drifting misery. David Bowie, Slowdive, and David Lynch; the holy trinity on a wall and a shelf that have meandered out of a fevered sapphire dream.


	I rose unsteadily and walked to the kitchen. Adam was asleep in his room behind a half-shut door. Sarah and Marielle had taken the guest bedroom. I could make out their muffled, uncomfortable voices through the wall. Me and the girls had all left Týr together because of the recent Erujahian battering. They practically towed me here. I didn’t want to leave Týr and leave Eileen’s grave unattended. 


	The tile floor was cold beneath my weak feet, brushed with an awful layer of dirt. How typical of Adam—filthy. The brown cabinets didn’t match; they’d probably been rummaged from different apartments over the years. Dishes protruded from the sink in a perilous fortification, some still filled with brown rice, others glazed with what looked like fragments of chicken. I reached for the battered kettle and filled it from one of the plastic water containers in the corner. Four clicks from the gas lighter, then an abrupt burst of blue flame surged. I stared at it for a few moments. The color and the hissing sound were mysteriously comforting. Steam doesn't remember how it feels to soften into nothingness. I resent its escape, while I cling to every crumb of reminiscence like a fool. Nevertheless, I needed the chamomile and lemongrass tea. It was the only thing that would let me look my reflection straight in the eye. I wouldn’t dare look at my own likeness in an ordinary mirror, so a simple cup of mirror-like tea that trapped me in my regrets would suffice. The world doesn’t disguise itself for us. I needed it to lead my soul back to this weary body, to help it withstand the crooked haze that looked like it won’t be lifted until nightfall. 


	The balminess of that tea pulled me back to something else entirely. Faded citrus, bland coffee, and murmurs of brash Týrians between the four walls of Jay’s kiln-baked café. That cozy place kept guiding me and my companions to an idle tranquility. I could have sworn time moved much slower there, or at least, it pretended to, maybe to make me grieve more and it undeniably enjoyed every second. Even Sarah, lighting her cigarette, seemed to do it out of obligation. The ritual doubtlessly mattered more than the satisfaction of getting tobacco in her system. I sat in that miasma too, back in Týr, clinging to the uncomfortable silence between one news report and the next, hoping to feel something more than detachment. Nothing came in the aftermath, and in that unpleasant occurrence, I felt like nothing ever does. My eyes kept lingering on Eileen’s seat and it upset me. Eileen died again. The world never noticed my violent voice and it will never speak back. If pain were no more, would there be a need for a God? It is anguish after all that upholds that concept; without it, who would our voices turn to in hopelessness? I concluded back then that memory and regret are the only armaments we have against the absurd. Is this what it means to live without asking consent from this Sisyphean limbo? Birth some sense from a primeval silence. I assume a form of this deceased love is the last insurgency against the absurd. Maybe not even that.
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